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Illiteracy In Michigan
Will An Employability

Skills Assessment
Help Reduce It?

by Kenneth C. Krause
Department of Education presently has one
part time employee working on this plan.Two
others will soon be hired full time.

In his 1987 State of the State initiative,
Governor James Blanchard declared war on
illiteracy in Michigan. He directed the
Cabinet Council on Human Investment to
work with the Department of Education to
develop a plan to cut the number of
functionally illiterate workers in half by 1990.
In turn an Adult Literacy Task Force working
with I BM Corporation conducted a study to
define the goals and objectives for a
statewide literacy strategy.

Over the years literacy has been defined
in various ways. In 1979 adults with six years
of schooling were declared literate. The
military states that a ninth grade education
makes a person literate. At present, people
considering the new jobs created by a
technology driven economy state that a high
school diploma or equivalent is needed to be
literate. Of course attending school doesn't
necessarily indicate literacy. Attendance and
skill mastery aren't always the same.
Considering that 30 percent of the adults in
Michigan don't have a high school diploma
or equivalent, illiteracy appears to "infect"
more than one-third of the population. The
Adult Literacy Task Force estimates that 1.3
million adults don 't possess the skills the new
economy demands.

In response to these charges, Michigan
has published two documents available
through the governor's office in Lansing.

Countdown 2000: Michigan's Action Plan
for a Competitive Workforce details the
extent of the illiteracy problem in Michigan.

A Michigan Employability Profile - Report
to the Governor's Commission on Jobs
and Economic Development cites plans for
determining the skills workers will need in the
future.

How necessary is reading ability in
today's job market? The Learning Skills
Center at Indiana University reports that:

Discussion in these reports cente_rs around
adult learners. However, the reader can't
avoid the implications for secondary
education. The one facet of the plan that is
NOT treated in detail is how high school
student employability will be measured and
what will happen if students lack those skills.
The governor and state legislature have
made development of a high school
employability (exit?) test a priority. The State

1. Ninety percent of all jobs require two
to three hours of reading or writing per
day.
2. Seventy percent of job-related reading
is between the 9th and 12th grade
difficulty level.

4

3. On the average, 87 percent of the
reading on the job is about how to do
the job; 60 percent is judgment related.

3. Teamwork skills include interpersonal,
organizational, negotiation, creativity/
innovation, and leadership skills.

Even though these figures seem rather
steep, reading is essential. However, at least
as important is the thoughtful application of
the information read.

These categories are further delineated
in the Employability Skills Profile chart.
Gary Bachula, Director of the Governor's
Cabinet Council on Human Investment, states
that the work done by these various
commissions has established a "framework
for a revolutionary, comprehensive change in
training and educational programs in
Michigan." The stage has been set and the
need established. Work at the Michigan
Department of Education will begin in
earnest this fall.

Having established the need, the Adult
Literacy Task Force recommends testing
literacy in five areas.
1. LANGUAGE/COMMUNICATION
SKILLS (the ability to read and write,
comprehend and easily use a wide
range of printed materials, and speak
clearly and effectively).
2. QUANTITATIVE SKILLS (the ability to
perform basic mathematical
computations, understand charts and
graphs, and apply these skills to analyze
or synthesize quantitative problems).
3. PROBLEM-SOLVING SKILLS (the ability
to reason and solve practical problems,
follow complex written or oral instructions,
and deal with situations in which there
may be several variables).
4. INTERPERSONAL/ ATTITUDINAL SKILLS
(possession of the qualities of self-esteem,
motivation, reliability, and punctuality,
the ability to deal with and work
cooperatively with others, and acceptance
of the concepts of lifelong learning,
uncertainty and change).
5. JOB-SEEKING/SELF-ADVANCEMENT
SKILLS (the ability to assess one's abilities
and ambitions and obtain the skills needed
to fulfill them).

The Literacy Task Force reports the need
to develop a common assessment tool to help
craft custom training programs from the
services currently available, keep track of
each participant's progress and insure
accountability. "A standard skill assessment
tool can be used by employers and training
services. It can also be used by the policy
board as a basis for measuring the
effectiveness of programs, issuing annual
training service 'report cards' to consumers
and 'account holders,' and ultimately,
allocating operating funds and incentive
dollars." The target date for a "complete
draft is January 1989; complete the validation
process by January, 1990; follow with
immediate implementation."
On the surface the need for a statewide
literacy program seems obvious. However,
any statewide program imposed without
consultation with local school district
personnel may well be doomed to failure.
Furthermore, an implementation plan that
starts with an assessment tool should raise
some concerns for K-12 educators. Although
secondary education isn't specifically
mentioned, the logical place to measure
young adult employability is before high
school graduation. This provides a readily
accessible test population. Sources at the
State Department of Education admit
discussion about giving the test to tenth grade
students. The following basic questions must
be answered before the test writers immerse
themselves in designing and writing the
assessment.

The Employability Skills Task Force has
reduced these into three areas in identifying
an "employability profile" that may well
become the basis for the statewide assessment.
1. Academic skills encompass communication, comprehension, quantitative,
critical thinking, and science and technology skills.
2. Personal Management skills include the
ability to set goals and implement strategies
for achieving them, identify and act on
personal values, and to demonstrate self
discipline.
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1. If and when it is implemented, will the
assessment be a simple exit test a
senior must pass? If he doesn't meet the
criteria what happens? Remedial programs
might be created, but who will pay for
them?
2. How will parents respond when they
learn that their youngster has amassed
enough credits to graduate, but he
can't? Tremendous public pressure might
be placed on school districts. Teaching to
the test might result.
3. Is six months to write a test and one
year to validate it sufficient time to
generate an instrument with such far
reaching implications? The scramble to
meet a deadline isn't a good reason to risk
an inadequate instrument criticized by the
educational community. It makes sense for
an employability test to start presecondary level. Districts can then begin
needed remediation sooner. The
Department of Education must consider a
"phase-in" program.
4. What role will teachers, unions, and
state subiect matter organizations take?
The Michigan Reading Association spent
years developing the new MEAP reading
test. Such care certainly must be taken in
writing items and testing them before
inclusion in an instrument that will
determine a student's future.
5. Will school districts be required to
participate and how will their results
be reported? Participation in the program
may not be mandatory at first. Incentive
programs like additional state aid money
might entice K-12 school districts to
participate. However, districts must
understand before volunteering how the
results will be reported and the nature of
their follow up responsibilities. The phrase
"issuing annual training service 'report
cards' to consumers and' accownt holders'''
should raise some concerns. The
inevitable comparisons made by the
media can be needlessly damaging to
school districts.
6. Will districts receive the program
goals and obiectives before they
participate in the assessment? It only
makes sense that these would be given to
districts before they are asked to test them.

A school district should have the
opportunity to examine their curriculum
against the standards on which the test is
based. The district and its students
shouldn't be held accountable for
standards dropped on them from above.
7. How will teachers and administrators
learn about the program? Administrators must understand the rationale for
giving the test and how the results can be
used to make instructional decisions.
Provisions for staff development must be
considered.Teachers must understand the
program and have the opportunity to
learn ways to help students achieve the
skills tested.
8. Is there a clear cut distinction between
being literate and illiterate? The
problem in Michigan as described by
the governor's task force appears
staggering; however, a more flexible
view of literacy may be needed.
Different "authorities" at various times
define "literacy" or "illiteracy" differently.
In reality, very few students are absolutely
ill-prepared for the workforce. What
purpose will be served by more statistics
on an already nebulous issue?
9. How is literacy in acting on personal
values and being innovative measured?
It seems strange that the employability
profile that may be the basis for a
statewide assessment will include a
measure of "personal management"
skills such as identifying and acting on
personal values and "teamwork skills"
such as creativity and innovation.
The State Department of Education
seems to make two rather shaky assumptions.
It believes that literacy can be measured by
tests and that testing will somehow alter the
literacy problem. ls there evidence to support
this?
Many questions are raised by the
direction the state is taking with employability
skills testing. The need to meet the challenge
of illiteracy is unquestionable. However,
careful consideration of each step in preparing
a statewide assessment is essential. The
potential to improve education in Michigan is
great if the program is implemented in an
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Kenneth C. Krause is a Reading Specialist
for the Howell Public Schools.

organized, logical manner that involves
educators who know and understand students.

EMPLOY ABILITY SKILLS PROFILE
Three Categories of skills will be required of Michigan workers in the future:

ACADEMIC SKILLS
(Those skills which provide the basic foundation necessary for a person to get, keep, and progress
on a job)

MICHIGAN EMPLOYERS WANT A PERSON WHO CAN:
• Understand spoken language and speak in the language in which business is conducted.
• Read written materials (including graphs, charts and displays).
• Write in the language in which business is conducted.
• Understand and solve problems involving basic arithmetic and use the results.
• Use the tools and equipment necessary to get a job done.
• Access and use specialized knowledge when necessary (e.g., the sciences or skilled trades)
to get a job done.
• Think and act logically by using the steps of the Scientific Method (i.e., identify problems,
collect information, form opinions and draw conclusions).
PERSONAL MANAGEMENT SKILLS
(Those skills related to developing the attitudes and behaviors required to get, keep, and
progress on a job)

MICHIGAN EMPLOYERS WANT A PERSON WHO CAN:
• Identify personal job-related interests, strengths, options and opportunities.
• Demonstrate personal values and ethics in the workplace (e.g., honesty, fairness, and
respect for others).
• Exercise a sense of responsibility.
• Demonstrate self control.
• Show pride in one's work.
• Be enthusiastic about the work to be done.
• Follow written or verbal directions.
• Learn new skills and ways of doing things.
• Identify and suggest new ideas for getting a job done.
• Be a leader or a follower depending upon what is necessary to get a job done.
TEAMWORK SKILLS
(Those skills needed to work with others on a job)

MICHIGAN EMPLOYERS WANT A PERSON WHO CAN:
• Identify with the goals, norms, values, customs and culture of the group.
• Communicate with all members of a group.
• Show sensitivity to the thoughts and opinions of others in a group.
• Use a team approach to identify problems and devise solutions to get a job done.
• Exercise "give and take" to achieve group results.
• Function in changing work-settings and in changing groups.
• Determine when to be a leader or a follower depending upon what is necessary to get a job
done.
• Show sensitivity to the needs of women and ethnic and racial minorities.
• Be loyal to a group.
A Michigan Employability Profile
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